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After breakfast, Tim cut himself a_ thick 
sandwich of bread and cheese. He put it in a 
paper bag, and pushed it into the pocket of 
his jacket. 


Aunt May gave him an apple. He knew that 
she was always glad when he went out for the 
day. He didn’t mind that. He knew that she was 
thinking of the lodgers. She was worried about 
Miss Miff. 

Aunt May always said, ‘““The less Miss Miff 
sees of you, Tim, the better. She just doesn’t 
like boys. She pays well, and we need the money. 
I don’t want her to leave.” 

Tim didn’t like Miss Miff any more than Miss 
Miff liked him. He was always glad to get out 
of the house, or up to his own room out of her 
way, and today he wanted to get away as soon 
as he could. He wanted to get to the house of 
the safe witch and back in daylight. 

Tim went upstairs. He couldn’t go out and 
leave Sebastian curled up on his bed! 


Sebastian was fast asleep, but he heard Tim 
open the door. . 

He looked up, saw Tim, and began to purr. 

‘““Come on, Sebastian,”’ said Tim, picking him 
up and slipping him under his jacket. “‘Miss 
Miff doesn’t like you any more than she likes 
me, and I’ve got to get you out of here without 
her seeing me.” 


Tim was just crossing the hall to the front 
door, when Miss Miff came out of her room. 

‘““Tim!”? she said, as soon as she saw him. 
“Tim, come here. I want to talk to you.” 

Miss Miff looked at him. Her eyes seemed to 
bore into him. 

‘““What have you got under your coat?’ she 
said. 


Tim felt Sebastian twitch. 
There was a loud crash from Miss Miff’s room. 
‘‘Whatever’s that?’ cried Miss Miff. She 
turned, and rushed back into her room. 

Tim didn’t wait to find out what had 
happened. He slipped out of the front door. 

Sebastian jumped out of his coat, and ran 
off to Mr. Berryman’s house for breakfast. 


Tim ran out of The Yard, and along the canal. 
The thunder storm had cleared the air. The sun 
was shining and even the streets of the town 
looked bright. Two dogs were playing on the 
pavement. Tim stopped to look at them. A boy 
rode past on a bicycle, whistling as he went. 

Tim had felt tired to begin with, but now he 
felt better. He began to run. 


Tim had slowed down to a walk long before he 
left the town. But at last the sheds and factories 
were behind him, and he was walking along the 
canal bank beside the back yards of houses. And 
then there were trees along the bank, and grass, 
and he was in the country. He could still see 
houses along the road to his right, but there 
was a field in between. 


Tim saw a tree trunk lying across the path, 
and sat down on it to eat his sandwich. He 


looked at the tree trunk very carefully before 
he sat down. But it was just a tree trunk, and 
as he sat there in the sunlight he felt as if he had 
never heard of the stump people. 
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Tim didn’t stop long. He kept his apple for 
the long walk home, and set off again down the 
path. 

He came to the lock gates. 

There was no one there. The sky was blue 
overhead. The sun shone down on the grass, and 
the water lapped against the gates. 

Tim stood looking at them, and wondering 
for a moment if the Hidden People were all a 
kind of dream. 

Then he saw the willow tree. He remembered 
how he and Captain Jory and Tobias had hidden 
under it. He remembered how frightened the 
people at the lock gates had been, when they 
saw Jack. 

‘It’s no dream,” he said aloud. “‘And I must 
get to Melinda’s house and back in daylight, or 
I shall find that out again tonight.”’ 

He set off down the path at a run. 


Tim saw Hollow Hill, away across the canal 
to his left. The path by the canal was still in 
sunshine, but Hollow Hill itself was in shadow. 

Tim shivered. 

As he looked at the ring of trees on top of 
the hill, he saw a sudden yellow glow. Smoke 
drifted up over the trees. 

Someone had lit a fire on the top of Hollow 


Hill. 


it 
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The day suddenly seemed colder. 

Tim shivered again, and ran on along the 
path by the canal. 

He hadn’t gone far, when he came to a clump 
of trees. 

He stopped. ““That cottage is in those trees,” 
he said to himself: He remembered the little 
man and the stump people. 
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He went slowly over towards the trees. There 
was a little path towards them, and he followed 
it into the trees. 

He came to a big patch of grass. This was 
where the cottage had been. 

But there was nothing there now, except a 
few blocks of grey stone. The cottage had 
vanished. 

Tim went back to the canal. The sun was 
still shining, as he went on along the path. 

He was beginning to wonder if he would find 
Melinda’s cottage, or if that would have 
vanished, too, when he saw a bridge over the 
canal ahead of him. 

It was the bridge where he had seen the wild 
witches. 


Melinda’s cottage stood along the road to 
his right, just as Tim remembered it. He broke 
into a run. 

When he got to the gate, he stopped. Now 
that he was there, Tim wasn’t sure that he 
wanted to see Melinda. He wished he was 
safely home again. 

“Still, I might as well go, now I’m here,” 
Tim said to himself. He opened the gate, and 
went up the path to the door. 

Knocker’s face looked out at him from the 
brass knocker, just as it had done that night 
months ago, when he was there with Tobias. 

The face seemed to be looking at Tim, and 
the eyes were very unfriendly indeed. 

Tim picked up a stone, and banged on the 
door. 
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The door of the cottage slowly opened, and 
there was Melinda. 

She looked just as Tim remembered her. She 
had the same long skirt, and the same ragged 
shawl, but Tim thought she looked a little 
more friendly than she had done before. 

He was glad she did. 

She gave him a long, long look, and then 
stepped back. 

‘“Come in,” she said. 
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The tiger-skin rug lay on the floor, just as 
he had remembered it. In spite of the sunshine, 
there was a good log fire blazing away. The 
firelight shone in the mirror and the brass 
candlesticks, and danced in the glass bottles along 
the shelves. 

“Sit down,” said Melinda. 

Tim went over to a chair by the fire. He was 
careful not to step on the rug. 
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As he sat down, he saw that Melinda was 
watching him. She smiled. Some of her teeth 
were missing, but it was a friendly smile, and 
Tim felt a little better. 

“Don’t be afraid of the tiger,’ said Melinda. 
“He won’t hurt you.” 

Tim wasn’t sure about that, so he said nothing. 

Melinda came slowly forward to a chair on 
the other side of the fire, and sat down. 

“So you’re going to help your friends among 
the Hidden People to get back to Hollow Hill, 
are you, Tim?” she said. 

Tim nodded. “‘How did you know?” he asked. 

“There’s not much that I don’t know about 
the Hidden People,” said Melinda. “You need 
to keep an eye on them, Tim-—even the best of 
them,” 

Tim said nothing, but he felt that she was 
right. 
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““How much do you want to send them back 
to the Hill, Tim?’ Melinda asked suddenly. 
“Aren’t you afraid to be out at night, with the 
Wild Witches about?” 

Timi looked up. “Yes,” he said. “But I’ve 
got to get the Hidden People back to Hollow 
Hill. A friend of mine lives in The Yard. They'll 
drive him away from his house, if they’ve 
nowhere else to go.”’ 

Melinda nodded slowly. “‘So that’s it,’ she 
said. She sat looking into the fire for some time. 

Tim said nothing. He waited, watching 
Melinda. 
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At last she turned and looked at him. ‘‘Very 
well, Tim,” she said slowly. “Pll help you. 
But you must be the one to do it, and you must 
do it alone.”’ | 

She got up and went over to a corner cupboard, 
which was hanging on the wall. She opened it, 
took out a dark wooden box, and gave it to Tim. 

It was a very strange box. There was a carved 
wooden figure of a tiger on the lid. 
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“Open it, and give me what’s inside,” said 
Melinda. 

Tim opened the box. There was a ball of 
white string inside. He took it out, and handed 
it to Melinda. 

Melinda had taken a glass bowl from the 
shelves. 

She set the ball of string in the bowl, and 


put it down on a little table. 
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She took a bottle from the shelves, and poured 
something from it over the string. 

At once the room was lit by a flash of blue 
fire. . 

The string itself seemed like a ball of silver 
flames. 

Then the fire died away. The ball of string 
lay in the bowl as before, but now it glowed 
and shone with silver fire, as if it had been made 
from moonbeams. 
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‘*Give me the box,”’ said Melinda. Tim handed 
it to her. She put the silver string inside, shut the 
lid, and gave it back to him. 
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Melinda moved the glass bowl back to the 
shelf. She laid a blue cloth over the little table, 
and set three silver coins on the cloth. 

The coins looked very old, and one of them 
had a hole in the middle. 

Melinda held her hand out over the coins, 
and muttered something. 

The coins shone brightly. 
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“Pick up the coins, Tim,” said Melinda. 
“They will help to keep you safe. If anyone 
attacks you, throw one of the coins in his face, 
and you will go free.”’ 

Tim looked at the coins, and then at Melinda. 

Melinda nodded. ‘“‘Take them,” she said. 

Tim picked them up and put them in his 
pocket. 
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‘““Now,”’ said Melinda, ‘‘This is what you must 
do. On the next night when the moon is full, 
you must make your way to the little bridge 
over the canal. You must keep on this side of 
the canal. Don’t come by the road, and what- 
ever happens, don’t cross over the water. Go on 
past the bridge, till you come to the wood where 
you saw the wild witches. 

‘‘When the moon is full, the wild witches will 
be at the Seven Stones, which are in the middle 
of the wood. The Highwayman and his friends 
from Hollow Hill will be there too. Go on, 
past the wood, and you will find a field. In 
the middle of the field, there is a pool. A big 
stone juts out over the pool, and a little thorn 
tree grows beside it. 
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‘Tie one end of the silver string to the little 
tree, and then creep back to the canal, letting 
the string out as you go. Creep all around the 
wood, up to the road and round the far side, and 
back to the pool in the field. 

“Go back along the far side of the pool till 
you come to the thorn tree. 

“Then take the key from your pocket, and 
pull the other end of the silver string through the 
hole in the end of the key. The silver string 
will slip through wood and stone, but the wild 
witches and the Highwayman and his friends 
cannot cross it. It will drive them out of the wood 
and across the field and into the pool. And that 
will be the end of them. 

‘‘When they are all gone, put the string back 
into the box, and toss it after them into the pool.” 

‘“‘But—do you mean they'll all be drowned?” 
asked Tim. 


Melinda looked at him. “‘Don’t you want to 
kill them, Tim?” she asked. 

Tim thought for a moment. “‘I want them to 
go away. But I don’t think I want to kill them,” 
he said. ‘‘I don’t like killing things.” 
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Melinda smiled, as if pleased. She nodded her 
head. “You can’t kill them, Tim,” she said. 
“You can only change them. You'll see. They 
won't drown—I promise you that. But they will 
change.” 

‘““How?” asked Tim. 

“The whispering trees will tell you,” said 
Melinda. ‘““When you have heard the trees 
whispering, you can go home.” 

‘‘T don’t understand,” said Tim. 


“You will,” said Melinda. ‘““Take the box and 
go now. I want you to be home before dark. And 
go by the road, Tim, not the canal.” 
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‘““There are some of the Highwayman’s friends 
watching me in The Yard,” said Tim. ‘“‘And the 
moon won't be full for days yet.” 

“It is seven days till the moon is full,’’ said 
Melinda. ‘““You must hide, Tim. We must hide 
you for seven days.” 

‘But where?” asked Tim. 


Melinda thought for a moment. Then she 
nodded her head. 

“T shall see you are hidden where your 
friends can find you, but where the wild witches 
can’t come,” she said. ‘““Go home now, Tim, and 
remember: take the box with the silver string 
with you wherever you go. Wherever you go, 
mind! And don’t be afraid. Tomorrow you will 
be in hiding.”’ 

“But where am I going?’ asked Tim. 

“Home,” said Melinda. “Goodnight.” 

She opened the front door, and Tim went out. 
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To Tim’s surprise, the sun was still shining. 
He tucked the box under his jacket, and set off 
for the main road. He looked back to wave, but 
Melinda had shut the door. 

Tim held the box with one hand, and pulled 
his apple out with the other. He was hungry. 
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He hadn’t gone far along the road, when Mr. 
Penny’s lorry pulled up in front of him. 

“Hallo, Tim,” called Mr. Penny, leaning out 
of the window. ‘“‘Want a ride into town?” 

“Yes, please!” said Tim, running along to the 
cab, and climbing in. 

He kept the wooden box under his jacket. 
The lorry jerked forward, and Mr. Penny set off 
for the town. 
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Tim found Sebastian curled up on his bed, 
when he took his supper upstairs that night. 
He couldn’t think how Sebastian had got there, 
but he was very glad to see him. 

As he took a last look out of the window, 
Tim saw Arun’s.torch circling in the window 
across The Yard. He swung his own torch in a 
circle. 

There were two short flashes from Arun’s 
window. Tim flashed back once. Then he 
switched the top of the torch to green, and 
swung it in a circle again. Arun flashed a green 
circle back at him. 

Tim put the catch on the window, and set the 
wooden bar across the door. He put the three 
silver coins into the wooden box with the silver 
string, and slipped the box into the bed. Then 
he got into bed himself. 

He ate his supper, and went to sleep with his 
arm round the box, and with Sebastian pressed 
up against his feet, purring. 
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